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Women and 
computers 


if I hadn't gone down to cut the fence at 
Greenham last October and if a male 
friend back home hadn't been inspired to 
capture our experience as a computer 
game, I would not have given computing 
a second thought. Base Invaders, as we 
christened the game, made me take that 
second thought. 

We has advertised Base Invaders as being 
available on the BBC micro, as a friend 
had promised to translate it. It might 
seem like a mere detail, moving a pro¬ 
gramme from one micro to another. But 
anyone who's tried to do it will confirm 
that it's a major task 

A FIT OF BRAVADO 

Anyway, due to personal commitments, 
the friend couldn't do it. In a fit of 
bravado, I decided to do it myself. I 
hadn't worked on a Beeb (the "friendly 
r'jme for a BBC micro) before, but in my 
previous incarnation as a computer person, 
i had had some dealings with BASIC, the 
high-level programme language in which 
the game was written. (A high-level 
language means it’s nearer to the English 
language than the electronic signals the 
computer nan understand.' 

Three weeks of solid staring at our port¬ 
able TV screen later, I began to think I 
must have been mad, especially as the TV 
screen is fuzzier and makes your eyes go 
even more haywire than a purpose-built 
computer monitor. 

I did it though Then I sat back and 
thought about my version as compared 
with .'■dan's and realised that mine was 
more musical and more idiosyncratic-for 
example, bushes sprouted magically when 
the peace woman went through the 
fence. 

This was the first time it occurred to me 
that male and female styles of computing 
may be different and perhaps the reason 
I had not got into computers when I 
worked with them was because i had 
been working to a male pattern 

A CAREER FOR LIFE? 

Shortly afterwards I was participating in a 
local women's peace march, when the 
woman beside me said “Don t you re¬ 
member me?" She was an ex-computing 
colleague, much more high-powered than 
I had been. “What are you doing now? 

I asked, expecting to be given details of 
a high-powered job. Nothing to do with 
comuting was the reply, she'd got out o 
that several years ago. She was now help¬ 
ing with adult literacy work. 

I don’t know why I was surprised at this, 
since I had also left computing with 
alacrity. It brought to mind, too, 
another ex-computing friend who hasn t 
done any programming for five years, un 
the other hand, male computing colleagues 
from that time, certainly all those i have 
sequently been in contact with, are 
still computing away, in most cases 


climbing steadily up their chosen career 
ladder. 

Why women's lack of enthusiasm for 
computing? Is it simply an extension of 
women's lesser interest in machines? How, 
many times have you walked past an old 
enqlne or car and lost the menfolk for a 
few minutes as they cluster around it, 
fascinated? Or is it a question of style . 
differences or the applications to which 
computers are put that turn women off? 

Experience from a beginner's course on 
computing for women I gave recently' 
suggested a bit of everything. Once the 
mystique surrounding computers was 
dispelled the women didn't exactly lose 
interest but they lumped them together 
with “other machines I have known". 

When it came to practical sessions using 
games to familiarise themselves with 
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operating the things, most of the women 
were very bored and frustrated by the 
zap-and-splat adventure games. They did 
enjoy a programme which calculated their 
biorythms. and those that could type 
quite liked the word processing pro¬ 
grammes. As to differences in style, 
our discussions suggested that women 
may find it more difficult to organise 
their thoughts in the rigorous, single- 
tracked way which is a prerequisite for 
“good" programming. 

We also discussed why it was that their 
sons rather than daughters made more use 
of the computers at school. We couldn't 
decide, though, whether it was the girls' 
choice to opt out. or whether the boys 
just pushed to the front, or whether the 
teacher gave the boys more attention, or 
whether it was a function of the applicat¬ 
ions which were chosen. 

What did come as quite a surprise to the 
women on the course was the number of 
times things went wrong-the times they 
found errors in programmes; the frequency 
with which the computers themselves 


disc faults. As they still tendeo 10 view 
the computer as some sort of super 
machine, it took a lot of persuasion before 
they accepted that it wasn't their fault. 

Personally I have nothing against com¬ 
puters but I've got a lot against the 
applications to which they are put and 
the ethos that surrounds them. Computers 
only really come into their own when 
they are handling vast amounts of data 
because they can do it so quickly. Hence 
they have furthered the trend to large- 
scale technical applications involving 
thousands upon thousands of often very 
routine calculations, and large-scale filing 
jobs which would be too cumbersome to 
do manually. 

CLEVERNESS 

While there are beneficial technical ap¬ 
plications to which computer technology 
has been put, it does tend to encourage 
the big, prestige projects—the clever 
medical achievements at the expense of 
the real killers; the nuclear power plants 
at the expense of cheaper, safer and more 
lasting forms of energy; the space 
programme which concentrates resources 
away from the everyday things which 
ordinary folk need — and last but not 
least the clever new weapons of war. So 
now we are living on a knife-edge 
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controlled by over-critical, error-prone 
machinery. 

To add insult to injury, this machinery 
makes it easier to keep a track on what 
we’re up to, thanks to its ability to store 
enormous quantities of information 

SOFTER APPLICATIONS 
It does seem vital that women should 
take more control over computers and 
help steer them into “softer" applications. 
But it's difficult to know where to start 
as for many women computers are so 
alien And for others I would include 
myself in this, it is difficult to generate 
much enthusiasm for them However, the 
fact that computers are now miniaturised 
more home based and easier to adapt to 
social applications may halp make this 
break-through. 

It would be interesting to hear the views 
of some other readers on this buzzing 
topic of our times. 

ANNIE LOCKWOOD 
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Processed World is collecting in- 
house xeroxed and/or mimeo¬ 
graphed newsletters, cartoons, hu¬ 
mor sheets, satirical memos, anony¬ 
mous barbs, etc for an article on 
horizontal communications on the 
job Send us whatever you find 
around your office that fits this 
general description... 

Processed World, 55 Sutter St. #829, 
San Francisco, CA 94104. USA 
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Code junkies 

some people are very concerned about the social and 
psychological changes that can occur when a person gets 
hooked on computing and becomes a code junkie. 1 am trying 
to discover if there really are any problems, and in what way 
they manifest themselves. 

Code junkies can be of any age but seem invariably to be 
male They usually have an above average intelligence with 
good logical, mathematical abilities. 

Often the junkie is very happy with his life, but his family 
and friends seem to be the ones who suffer. They cannot 
understand the fascination that the computer holds, and may- 
feel unable to compete with a machine for affection and 
attention. 

I would like to hear from anyone who is, has been, or has 
experienced life with a computer junkie. Who are they, what 
type of person are they, how have they changed and how has 
this activity affected those around them? 

All information will be treated confidentially. 

M A Shotton, 

Dept, of Human Sciences, j 
University of Technology, 
Loughborough, 

' Leicestershire LE11 3T0. 


WORLD WAR III NOT 
GOOD FOR MICROS 
— OFFICIAL 


SHOULD the Pentagons and 
Kremloids ever get round to 
dropping The Big One, the 
drab post-war existence (for 
those of us who live through 
it) will not be lightened by 
the odd bout of Adventure or 
Arcade hacking. 

Apart from the need for a 
wind generator or some 
other alternative energy 
source, there's BMP to con¬ 
tend with. Electromagnetic 
pulse, to give the monster its 
full name, is a huge electrical 
overload caused by a nuc¬ 
lear blast. The effect, even 
from a relatively low-yield 
weapon,,would be felt up to 
600 miles away. Microchips 


just can't take it, arid the 
whole lot would go down the 

tube. . 

The surprising thing, de¬ 
fence analysts revealed this 
week, is that military compu¬ 
ters and radar circuits are not 
shielded from the effect. 
Since modern techno war de¬ 
pends heavily on compute¬ 
rised command and control ; 
this could mean the ridicu 
lous spectacle of NATO and 
the WP fighting each other 
very quickly to a standstill in 
the radioactive ruins. Nice to 
know you're in the same 
boat as a five-star general, 
eh? 
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